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Abstract

This article explores the intricate tapestry of symbolic and ritualistic elements
interwoven in the purification rites of the Old Testament. Elucidating the ancient
religious practises of the Israelites, this scholarly exposition unravels the
profound significance and ethnological underpinnings of purification rituals as
documented in sacred or biblical narratives. The Old Testament, a cornerstone
of Judeo-Christian tradition, provides a rich repository of symbolic expressions
and rituals designed to purify individuals and communities from impurities and
sins. Through a meticulous scrutinisation of biblical references and historical
context, this article unmasks the multifaceted interplay between symbolism and
ritual in the Old Testament. To do this, symbolic and ritualistic theoretical
frameworks are applied to the discourse. The findings and discussion show that
the performative dimensions of purification rites highlight the importance of
collective participation in spiritual purification, bolstering the communal
responsibility for maintaining ritual purity. By navigating through the layers of
symbolism and ritual, this scholarly discourse endeavours to offer a
comprehensive understanding of how purification rituals serve as a profound
expression of the lIsraelite religious philosophy, configuring their cultural
identity and spiritual belief systems.
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Contextual Background and Introduction

Rituals are formalised, repetitive behaviours, or symbolic actions that are performed in
a specific sequence and have a significant ethnological, religious, social, or personal
meaning (Mullis and Fincher 1996, 247). These actions are typically carried out with a
perception of purpose and involve specific gestures, language, objects, or ceremonies.
They play a critical role in various dimensions of human life, providing structure,
meaning, and a sense of continuity. Over and above this assertion, rituals may be
religious ceremonies, cultural traditions, social customs, or personal routines, and they
may serve to mark significant events, transitions, or moments of meaning (Ngubane
2012, 91). To put it differently, rituals contribute to the establishment of a collective
identity, the fortification of social bonds, and the expression of belief systems and values
within a community or group. In the South African context, for instance, some common
rituals are ulwaluko (traditional male circumcision), ukuthwala (money and wealth
rituals), ukuphakama (to be seen and recognised), wedding rituals, ancestral veneration,
and many more. With special reference to the Bible, rituals play a significant role in
expressing religious belief systems, advancing a sense of community, and establishing
an interconnection between individuals and the supernatural kingdom. The Bible,
comprising the Old Testament (or the Tanak) and the New Testament, documents
various rituals that were indispensable to the worship practises of ancient Israelites and
early Christians. These rituals encompass a wide range of activities, including sacrifices,
ceremonies, and rites, each carrying symbolic and spiritual significance. For example,
sacrificial rituals were a common practice in the Old Testament, particularly in the
books of Leviticus and Numbers. The Israelites offered various types of sacrifices, such
as burnt offerings, immorality offerings, and resolution offerings. These rituals were
designed to symbolise repentance, gratitude, and the acknowledgment of God’s
supernatural kingdom. Having said that, the act of sacrificing an animal served as a
concrete expression of the worshipper’s devotion and dependence on God.

In addition to this view, the Bible outlines several annual festivals and celebrations that
were observed by the Israelites. Passover, Feast of Unleavened Bread, Feast of Weeks
(Pentecost), Feast of Tabernacles (Booths), and the Day of Atonement are among the
major festivals mentioned in the Old Testament. These events involved specific rituals,
such as the eating of unleavened bread during Passover or dwelling in temporary booths
during the Feast of Tabernacles. Festivals provided opportunities for communal
worship, reflection on God’s faithfulness, and the celebration of key events in Israel’s
history. In explaining biblical festivals and celebrations, Soyer (1999, 171) uses
Passover to suggest that it commemorates the Israelites’ liberation from slavery in
Egypt, as described in the book of Exodus. It entails the sacrifice and consumption of a
lamb, along with the eating of unleavened bread and bitter herbs. Among other
undocumented activities, the blood of the sacrificial lamb was marked on the doorposts,
and the Israelites were commanded to eat the lamb with unleavened bread and bitter
herbs. This ritualistic activity intimated deliverance and the covenant relationship
between God and his people. In the same vein, covenant rituals are patent in the Bible.
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For example, covenant-making ceremonies are crucial in establishing and regenerating
the relationship between God and the Israelites (Udoekpo 2022, 11). In particular, the
covenant at Mount Sinai, as described in the book of Exodus, is a pivotal moment in
biblical history. The people pledge their allegiance to God, and Moses ratifies the
covenant with sacrificial blood. Male circumcision also serves as a physical sign of the
covenant between God and Abraham, buttressing the commitment of the people to
follow God’s commandments. This implies that in addition to serving as a physical sign
of the covenant between God and Abraham, male circumcision is a symbol of
purification and spiritual devotion within various religious contexts.

By the same token, the construction and operation of the temple in Jerusalem are central
to Israelite worship (Simkovich 2023, 280). Rituals within the temple include the
offering of sacrifices by priests, the lighting of the menorah, and the burning of incense.
The holy of holies, accessible only by the high priest on the Day of Atonement, is a
sacred space where the ark of the covenant indicates God’s presence among his people.
This makes it clear that sacrifices are a fundamental component of Israelite worship,
symbolising the atonement for immoralities and the expression of devotion to God. In
the same vein, it is perceptive to accept that the New Testament introduces new rituals,
particularly in the context of early Christian communities. The sacraments, such as
baptism and the Lord’s Supper (communion), become fundamental mores. On the
grounds of this claim, baptism symbolises the believer’s identification with Christ’s
death and resurrection, while the Lord’s Supper commemorates Jesus’s sacrificial death
and serves as a communal act of remembrance and fellowship (Yarbro Collins 1989,
37). In essence, rituals in the Bible serve as concrete expressions of spirituality,
deference, and devotion. They create a framework for worship, community cohesion,
and the cultivation of a profound spiritual interconnection between individuals and their
understanding of the supernatural kingdom. These rituals, whether in the form of
sacrifices, festivals, covenant ceremonies, or Christian sacraments, contribute to the
affluent tapestry of religious practises found in the Bible.

With this contextual background in mind, this article addresses two aims. First, it
explores and elucidates the symbolic meanings entrenched within purification rituals in
the Old Testament. In so doing, the ultimate goal is to unmask the layers of symbolism
associated with cleansing ceremonies, such as the use of water, sacrificial offerings, and
specific actions performed by priests or individuals. Special attention is given to how
these rituals convey spiritual concepts, moral purity, and the restoration of one’s
relationship with God. Second, it unmasks the ritualistic elements inherent in
purification ceremonies described in the Old Testament, considering the ethnological
and historical context of ancient Israel. This includes exploring the detailed procedures,
materials, and roles of individuals involved in purification rituals, underlining the
specific actions that marked these ceremonies as distinct. The aim is to scrutinise how
these rituals reflect the socio-religious ethical codes of the time, addressing questions
of communal identity, religious hierarchy, and the perceived necessity for purification.
In the end, this scholarly examination seeks to illuminate the ritualistic dimensions of
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purification practises and their pertinence within the broader cultural framework of the
Old Testament period. It must be noted that the Bible, and in particular the Old
Testament, contains several purification rituals that are characterised by their own
complexities. For this reason, this article chooses to focus on childbirth, diseases, and
death purification rituals. It must be stressed that the aim is not to compare or contrast
these purification rituals, but to explore their symbolic and ritualistic meaning. While
this is the case, it must also be recognised that there is an inclination to presume that
“rites” and “rituals” bear the same meanings. As a result of this misconception, these
terms are often used synonymously to refer to the same phenomenon. On the grounds
of this fact, it is necessary to draw a distinction between the two terms. This distinction
is presented in the next section.

Drawing a Distinction Between Rites and Rituals

The terms “rites” and “rituals™ are related but have distinct meanings. Rituals refer to a
set of actions, behaviours, or ceremonial practises that are performed in a prescribed
and often symbolic manner (Wolin and Bennett 1984, 411). These actions have
religious, social, ethnological, or personal significance. Rituals have their own
characteristics. They typically involve a sequence of symbolic gestures, language, or
behaviours that convey a specific meaning or intention (Santiago 2023, 17). They may
be repetitive and may serve various purposes, such as expressing devotion, marking
significant life events, or establishing a sense of hierarchy and continuity. Common
examples of rituals include religious practises, wedding ceremonies, funerals,
graduation ceremonies, or even everyday activities like shaking hands or saying a prayer
before a meal (Wolin and Bennett 1984, 413). In addition to this explanation, many
rituals are performed within a specific temporal framework, adhering to a particular
sequence or timing. This temporal structure contributes to the ritual’s effectiveness and
underscores its role in marking significant events, transitions, or recurring cultural
practises (Santiago 2023, 15). In contrast to this view, rites encompass a broader
category that includes both rituals and other formalised observances (Gao 2023, 333).
In fact, a rite is a prescribed form or system of ceremonial actions, customs, or
procedures, continually associated with a specific religious, cultural, or social context.
The characteristics of rites involve a series of rituals, ceremonies, or observances
performed within a specific cultural or religious framework. They are organised and
structured sets of practises that serve a particular purpose, such as initiation into a group,
passage through life stages, or religious worship. Rites may include rituals but extend
far beyond them. For example, a “rite of passage” involves various rituals marking
significant life transitions like birth, adolescence, marriage, or death. By the same token,
religious rites encompass rituals performed during worship services, sacraments, or
other religious observances. Having underscored the distinction between rites and
rituals, it is imperative to acknowledge that there is an existing body of knowledge
concerning the phenomenon of interest herein. This is presented in the next section.
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Literature Review

Purification rituals in the Old Testament have long been a subject of scholarly inquiry
owing to their central role in configuring religious practises and communal identity
among the ancient lIsraelites. These rituals, encompassing a variegated range of
ceremonies, played a crucial role in maintaining ritual purity, advancing spiritual
regeneration, and establishing a connection between individuals and the spiritual empire
(Rugwiji and Masoga 2018, 8). Different scholars have undertaken extensive research
to unravel the symbolic meanings, cultural contexts, and theological implications
interwoven in these purification rituals. For example, Belea (2017, 329) focuses on
unravelling the rich symbolism inherent in purification rituals. On account of this
scholarly focus, Belea (2017, 330) underlines that the ritual of the red heifer (which is
examined here), as described in Numbers 19, has garnered particular attention and
signifies purity and atonement for immoralities. In addition to this and as evident in the
Old Testament, it is required to be without blemish and completely red, without any
other colour, symbolising the absence of impurity. For those who may not be privy to
the outlook of a completely red heifer that is required in this biblical context, it is
important to observe it in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1: Red heifer!

Adding to this view, Balberg (2017, 88) claims that while the red heifer is not sacrificed
in the traditional sense—Ilike other sacrificial animals—its ritual involves a unique
process, including its burning. This burning, along with the combination of other
elements, is believed to have purifying properties.

According to Hughes (2018, 276), the ashes of the red heifer in this context are regarded
as having purifying properties, and they are used in a water-based mixture to cleanse

1 https://www.talmudology.com/jeremybrownmdgmailcom/2018/2/5/avodah-zarah-24a-maternal-
imprinting.
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individuals who have become ritually impure, particularly those who have come into
contact with death.? Therefore, it stands to reason to contend that the process of burning
the red heifer and turning it into ashes designates a transformation from life to death.
This transformation, when combined with the water, is believed to have a spiritually
purifying effect. In any case, it is important to note that water is recurrently regarded,
symbolically, as a source of life and purity in various religious traditions, including
those in Africa. In this context, the water, combined with the ashes or other elements, is
believed to have the power to restore ritual purity (Belea 2017, 335). That is the reason
Nir (2012, 51) stresses that purification is central to religious and spiritual practises.
Cleansing rituals, such as baptism, ablutions, or other sacred rites, symbolise the
removal of impurities and the attainment of spiritual purity. These rituals are essential
to maintaining a connection with the spiritual realm and upholding religious principles.
In so far as purification and rituals are notable, Soyer (1999, 161) underscores that:

It is important to note that the ritual of the red heifer is highly specific and has particular
requirements outlined in the Hebrew Bible. The symbolism associated with these
elements reflects the theological understanding of purity, atonement, and the process of
transformation in the context of ritual purification. While this ritual is not practiced in
contemporary Judaism due to the absence of the Temple, the symbolic meanings
continue to be studied and discussed within Jewish theological and scholarly circles.

Over and above these claims, perspectives into how these elements symbolically
conveyed concepts of cleansing from impurity, sin, and the restoration of spiritual purity
have been explored. For instance, Nir (2012, 57) suggests that purification rituals are
acutely ingrained in the socio-religious fabric of ancient Israel, reflecting the
community’s philosophy, belief systems, and societal ethos. These rituals are not just
practical measures for maintaining cleanliness but are laden with symbolic meanings
and theological significance, forming the religious and cultural identity of the Israelites.
It is on account of this that Kamvysselis (2023, 4) opines that the notion that impurity,
whether from contact with death or other sources, could be cleansed through ritual
actions demonstrates a religious conviction in spiritual and moral regeneration.
Mabunda and Ross (2023, 338) concur that purification rituals are communal activities
that buttress a sense of collective identity among the Israelites and those who believe in
them in contemporary contexts. In particular, the collective participation in these rituals
creates a sense of unity and common purpose within the community, emphasising the

2 With particular reference to death, the perception of death as impure is rooted in cultural, religious,
and symbolic frameworks that vary across different societies and belief systems. In many cultures,
life is associated with a vital force or energy. For this reason, death represents the cessation of this
life force, leading to the belief that the body, now devoid of life, is impure. By the same token, death
is recurrently accompanied by a sensibility of mystery and agony of the unknown. In other words,
the uncertainty surrounding what happens after death and the associated rituals or processes
contribute to viewing death as impure. In the process, taboos develop to establish a boundary between
the living and the deceased. Ultimately, the process of decomposition following death involves
physical changes that are culturally perceived as unclean, while contact with a deceased body, bodily
fluids, or remains is seen as polluting and, therefore, impure.
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communal responsibility for maintaining purity. In contemporary contexts, Miner
(1956, 505) underlines that cleansing rituals are mechanisms for maintaining societal
boundaries and regulating individual behaviour. This means that these rituals are not
only about physical cleanliness but also serve as symbolic expressions of ethnological
norms and values. Over and above this reality, Froese (2018) delves into the structure
of rituals and their transformative power and introduces the concept of “liminality” and
suggests that it refers to the transitional phase in rituals where individuals experience a
suspension of social norms (427).

In this liminal phase, individuals experience a suspension or loosening of the usual
social norms, rules, and structures. For this reason, Greco and Stenner (2017, 151)
extend Froese’s (2018, 427) critical framework, and describe liminality as a betwixt-
and-between state, a period of ambiguity where individuals are temporarily released
from the established social order or hierarchy. This state of liminality is characterised
by a sense of communitas, where social hierarchies and distinctions are temporarily
blurred, and participants share a sense of liberty and unity. Therefore, the application of
the concept of liminality to rituals denotes an understanding of rituals not just as fixed
or unchanging activities but as dynamic processes with distinct phases. That is the
reason Boland (2013, 229) proclaims that liminality becomes a crucial component of
the ritual journey, signifying a time of transformation and potential for personal and
collective change. In the process, the suspension of social ethical codes during the
liminal phase allows individuals to engage in symbolic acts, rites, or cleansing rituals
that may not be acceptable or feasible in their regular social context. This temporary
break from the “ordinary” facilitates a philosophical connection with the symbolic
meanings interwoven in the ritual, advancing a sense of transition, regeneration, and
transformation. In the context of purification rituals, the liminal phase is particularly
significant. Individuals undergoing cleansing rituals seek a state of spiritual or moral
renewal.

What is also notable in the body of knowledge is the reality that several rituals described
in the Bible continue to be practised in various religious traditions today. For example,
male circumcision is an ancient practise mentioned in the Bible, particularly in the Old
Testament as a covenant sign between God and Abraham (Genesis 17:10-14). This
practise continues to be observed by Jewish communities as part of the covenant with
God (Goodman 1999, 25). It is also a common religious and cultural practice among
Muslims, particularly during the early years of a boy’s life, as well as in many African
societies. Similarly, baptism is a significant ritual described in the New Testament,
particularly in the Gospels, where John the Baptist baptises Jesus in the Jordan River
(Matthew 3:13-17). In contemporary contexts, baptism is a central sacrament in
Christian traditions, signifying purification, initiation, or the absolution of sins. As a
result of this explanation, different Christian denominations have variations in their
baptismal practises. In the same manner, the Sabbath, a day of rest and worship, is
instituted in the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:8-11). Indeed, Sabbath observance
continues in Jewish and Christian traditions. Jewish communities, for instance, observe
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the Sabbath from Friday evening to Saturday evening, while Christians often observe it
on Sunday (Budde 1928, 5; Rogers 2022, 239).} Inevitably, these rituals have
transcended the historical context of the Bible and continue to be meaningful and
significant practises in various religious and cultural communities around the world.
While there may be variations in the details of the rituals among different denominations
or religious groups, the essence and symbolism remain consistent. With these scholarly
debates in mind, it is important to observe that much remains unknown regarding the
symbolic and ritualistic meanings of purification rituals in the Old Testament. For this
reason, this article applies symbolic and ritualistic theoretical frameworks to scrutinise
childbirth, diseases, and death purification rituals in the Old Testament. These selected
theoretical frameworks are explained in the next section.

Symbolic and Ritualistic Theoretical Frameworks

As outlined previously, the discussions of this scholarly dialogue are informed by
symbolic and ritualistic perspectives. In this section, I begin by explaining the symbolic
theoretical framework, followed by the ritualistic theoretical framework. Towards the
end of this section, I then explain how these two theoretical frameworks operate herein.

The symbolic theoretical framework focuses on the exposition of symbols and their
meanings within a cultural or religious context (Handberg et al. 2015, 1027). One would
recall that symbols are considered to carry philosophical, often abstract, layers of
meaning that go beyond their literal representation. Therefore, in the context of the Old
Testament purification rituals, a symbolic theoretical framework involves the
exploration of the various elements and actions involved in the rituals as symbols with
profound significance. In the main, biblical, theological, and literary critics using this
theoretical framework seek to comprehend how purification rituals symbolically convey
spiritual accuracies, moral concepts, or theological ideas. For example, the use of water,
specific animals, or ritual actions may symbolise concepts such as purity, absolution, or
the restoration of spiritual favour. On account of this reality, scholarly critics employing
a symbolic theoretical framework would scrutinise the Old Testament purification
rituals to identify and interpret the symbolic constituents embedded within them. As
previously highlighted, the ritual of the red heifer in Numbers 19 may be examined to
understand the symbolic significance of the red heifer, the ashes, and the water. The
focus would be on deciphering what these constituents denote in terms of spiritual
purification, moral cleanliness, and the restoration of a harmonious relationship with the
divine. Ultimately, this theoretical framework may unmask the layers of meaning
behind the rituals, offering insights into the religious and cultural belief systems of the

3 I must indicate that the issue of the Sabbath Day is contentious owing to its significance and
interpretation across different religious and cultural contexts. In fact, various religious groups
interpret the Sabbath differently. For example, in Judaism, the Sabbath is observed from Friday
evening to Saturday evening, while in Christianity, interpretations vary among different
denominations, with some observing it on Saturday and others on Sunday. These differences in
interpretation lead to disagreements and conflicts.
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ancient Israelites. In so far as the symbolic theoretical framework is important, it is
prudent to now turn to the ritualistic theoretical framework.

The ritualistic theoretical framework underlines the performative dimensions of rituals
and their role in shaping individual and communal behaviour (Baker 2000, 69; Riley
1993, 119). This theoretical framework views rituals not merely as symbolic
expressions but as dynamic actions with prescribed sequences that contribute to the
formation of religious identity and the reinforcement of social ethical codes. In the
exploration of purification rituals in the Old Testament, a ritualistic theoretical
framework involves probing the specific steps, gestures, language, and materials used
in the purification ceremonies. Among other crucial matters, this theoretical framework
seeks to comprehend how these rituals function in terms of communal cohesion, the
establishment of religious hierarchy, and the maintenance of ritual purity. The emphasis
is on the performative dimensions and the impact of these rituals on the participants and
the community as a whole. This suggests that a ritualistic theoretical framework
analyses the Old Testament purification rituals by uncovering the ritual actions,
sequences, and their impact on the participants and the community that performs them.
For example, the ceremony of atonement on the Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16
might be explored in terms of the specific tasks performed by the high priest, the use of
sacrificial animals, and the sequence of actions in the ritual. In the end, this theoretical
framework would potentially provide insights into how the rituals functioned in terms
of communal identity, the maintenance of hierarchy, and the practical consequences of
the purification ceremonies on the individuals involved. In essence, while the symbolic
theoretical framework seeks to uncover the philosophical meanings behind purification
rituals, the ritualistic theoretical framework focuses on the dynamic actions and
communal impact of these rituals. Both theoretical frameworks complement each other,
offering a more comprehensive understanding of how purification rituals operate in the
religious and cultural terrain of the Old Testament, and beyond. With these two
theoretical frameworks in mind, the next section discusses the selected rituals that were
introduced earlier.

Findings and Discussion
Childbirth Symbolism and Associated Rituals

Childbirth rituals in the Old Testament are acutely imprinted in symbolic and ritualistic
frameworks, (re)producing the cultural and religious context of ancient Israelite society.
The Old Testament, constituted of various books such as Genesis, Exodus, and
Leviticus, among others, provides insights into the practises and belief systems
concerning childbirth during that time. With special reference to Genesis, this biblical
and theological voice of childbirth is intricately linked to themes of fertility and the
covenant between God and humanity. The concept of barrenness is recurrent, and the
birth of a child is depicted as a spiritual blessing. For instance, Sarah’s laughter upon
hearing the promise of a son in her old age in Genesis 18:10-15, and Rachel’s prayer
for children in Genesis 30:22-24, exemplify the significance of childbirth as a
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miraculous event, symbolising God’s intervention and gratification of promises. Over
and above this assertion, Sarah, initially sceptical about conceiving in her old age,
laughs upon hearing the supernatural covenant of a son. On these grounds, | argue that
this biblical narrative underscores the miraculous nature of childbirth, underlining that
with God, the seemingly impossible becomes possible. In fact, the birth of children in
Genesis is (re)produced as a direct fulfilment of God’s promises. This is patent on the
reality that Isaac, born to Sarah and Abraham, is the realisation of God’s covenant with
Abraham in Genesis 21:1-7. By the same token, the births of Jacob’s sons, especially
Joseph, play a crucial role in the attainment of the covenant and the continuation of the
chosen lineage or ancestry. In view of this reality, | contend that childbirth in the Old
Testament is presented as a sign of God’s favour and blessing upon individuals and
communities. This is based on the premise that the thrill and gratitude expressed by
“characters” like Sarah and Rachel upon the birth of their children underscore the
profound spiritual and emotional significance attached to the event—childbirth. Above
all, the emphasis on childbirth as a sign of God’s favour and blessing in the Old
Testament extends far beyond individual narratives to shape broader theological and
biblical themes such as the importance of family, lineage, and the fulfilment of
supernatural purposes through human generations. This means that the birth of children
is not only celebrated on a personal level but is also depicted as integral to the unfolding
of God’s purpose for humanity, buttressing the interconnectedness between the
supernatural and human domains in biblical narratives.

In contrast to this interpretation, Leviticus introduces rituals and purification ceremonies
associated with childbirth. In particular, Leviticus 12 outlines the period of ritual
impurity for a woman after giving birth, buttressing the dual symbolism of life and
death. The seven days of impurity for a male child and 14 days for a female child
underscore the ritualistic nature of these practises. Subsequently, the woman undergoes
a period of purification, highlighting the symbolic transition from impurity to renewed
morality. Beyond this, Leviticus 12 establishes a period of ritual impurity for a woman
after giving birth, regardless of the gender of the child. As outlined previously, the
duration of impurity is specified as seven days for a male child and 14 days for a female
child. The specified timeframes for ritual impurity are symbolic and carry theological
or biblical meaning. Theologically and in biblical numerology, the number seven is
associated with completeness or perfection, while 14 may potentially symbolise a
double measure of spiritual completion or perfection (Amsler 2023, 189; Haimo 2007,
386). Nonetheless, after the initial period of ritual impurity, the woman undergoes a
subsequent period of purification. The purification process involves bringing offerings
to the priest, including a lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon or turtledove for a sin
offering. If the woman cannot afford a lamb, she can bring two pigeons or two
turtledoves. On these grounds, | argue that the act of presenting offerings and
undergoing a purification ritual signifies a symbolic transition from impurity to
regenerated spirituality. By the same token, the burnt offering symbolises complete
dedication and consecration, while the sin offering acknowledges the necessity for
atonement and purification from any perceived defilement. Therefore, it stands to reason
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to maintain that Leviticus 12 mirrors the broader theological themes found in Leviticus,
underscoring the holiness of God and the necessity for a ritual system to maintain purity
within the community. To be specific, these regulations surrounding childbirth highlight
the sacredness of life, the acknowledgment of the physical and ritual realities associated
with birth, and the prescribed means for returning to a state of ritual purity.

In addition to this, the act of circumcision, mandated by God as a sign of the covenant
with Abraham in Genesis 17:10-14, is another symbolic ritual interconnected with
childbirth.* Bearing this in mind, circumcision is not only a physical mark but also
signifies a commitment to God’s covenant and the inclusion of the child in the religious
institution. This ritual underscores the homogenisation of the physical and spiritual
dimensions in the Old Testament’s understanding of childbirth. In this context, God
establishes a covenant with Abraham, vouching to make him the father of many nations.
As a sign of this covenant, God instructs Abraham to circumcise himself, his
descendants, and the male servants of his household on the eighth day after birth
(Genesis 17:10-14). With this in mind, it is prudent, once more, to recognise that
circumcision entails the removal of the foreskin of the male genitalia. This physical
mark serves as a visible sign of the covenant between God and Abraham’s descendants.
Symbolically and on the grounds of this religious and cultural practise, this act of
circumcision represents the commitment of the individual and the community to God’s
covenant. It is a concrete expression of allegiance and obedience. In view of this fact,
circumcision is not only a physical rite but also carries profound spiritual and communal
implications. It signifies the inclusion of the child in the religious community and the
covenantal relationship with God. In other words, through circumcision, the child is
initiated into the religious identity of the community, marking a connection to the
covenant that defines the relationship between God and his chosen people.
Conclusively, this ritual of circumcision exemplifies the Old Testament’s integration of
the physical and spiritual dimensions. This implies that it goes beyond a mere physical
act, serving as a sacred symbol that connects the individual’s body with the supernatural
covenant. Having said that, | further contend that the physical act of circumcision is
indivisible from its spiritual meaning, underscoring the interconnectedness of the
material and the spiritual empires within the religious philosophy of the Old Testament.
As a matter of fact, circumcision continues to hold symbolic significance throughout
the Old Testament and beyond. It is mentioned in various biblical passages, including
dialogues about the circumcision of the heart as a metaphor for spiritual regeneration
and devotion to God in Deuteronomy 10:16 and Jeremiah 4:4. This makes it clear that
the concept of circumcision of the heart highlights a shift from the outward observance
of religious rituals to an emphasis on inner transformation and righteousness, suggesting
a progression in spiritual understanding and practise throughout biblical texts.

4 Circumcision is a surgical procedure involving the removal of the foreskin, the fold of skin covering
the head (glans) of the penis. This practise has cultural, religious, and medical significance and is
performed for a variety of reasons.
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Besides this claim, the Old Testament contains narratives such as the birth of Samson
in Judges 13 and Samuel in 1 Samuel 1-2, where the mothers play essential roles in
these biblical narratives of spiritual purpose and intervention. These biblical accounts
emphasise the unique circumstances concerning the births and the significance of the
children in gratifying God’s plan for the nation of Israel. To be specific, the biblical
account of Samson’s birth is situated in the book of Judges, a period marked by cycles
of rebelliousness, subjugation, and deliverance. Given this observance, Samson’s birth
is unique, as an angel of the Lord appears to announce it to his mother. In this biblical
context, Manoah’s wife, who is initially barren, receives the supernatural promise of a
son. The angel provides specific instructions, including abstaining from certain foods
during pregnancy and consecrating the child as a Nazirite, set apart for God from birth.
In consideration of this biblical observation, | argue that Samson’s birth is a symbol of
divine intervention, signalling a new phase in Israel’s history. His role as a judge and
deliverer is closely tied to the unique circumstances surrounding his birth. This story of
Samuel’s birth is found in the opening chapters of 1 Samuel. Therefore, the inclusion of
these birth narratives in the Old Testament serves to illustrate the recurring theme of
God’s faithfulness in fulfilling promises and raising up leaders to guide and deliver his
people, reinforcing the overarching narrative of divine sovereignty and providence
throughout Israel’s history. In other words, these biblical birth narratives underscore the
interconnectedness of individual destinies with the broader unfolding of God’s plan for
redemption and restoration, emphasising the role of ordinary individuals in carrying out
extraordinary tasks within the grand narrative of salvation history.

Beyond this, Hannah, Samuel’s mother, is (re)produced as a woman who is enormously
distressed because of her barrenness. In her desperation, she prays earnestly at the
tabernacle, vowing to dedicate her child to God if granted a son. Eli, the priest, initially
misconstrues Hannah’s fervent prayer, but she explains her situation, and Eli blesses
her. Ultimately, Hannah conceives and gives birth to Samuel. With this context in mind,
| propose that the birth of Samuel is significant not only for Hannah but also for the
nation of Israel. As a result of this, Hannah fulfils her vow by presenting Samuel to Eli
for service in the tabernacle. Samuel grows up to become a prophet, judge, and pivotal
figure in Israel’s history. Inevitably, both biblical narratives involve mothers who
initially experience barrenness but receive supernatural intervention, underlining the
miraculous nature of the births, and the direct involvement of God in the lives of these
women. In both biblical cases, the mothers receive divine instructions regarding the
consecration of their children. As outlined earlier, Samson is designated as a Nazirite
from birth, while Samuel is dedicated to God’s service from infancy. It stands to reason,
therefore, to contend that the births of Samson and Samuel are positioned within the
broader narrative of God’s purpose for Israel. Both children play crucial roles in
fulfilling God’s purposes—Samson as a judge and deliverer, and Samuel as a prophet,
judge, and leader.
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Disease Symbolism and Associated Rituals

In the Old Testament, the concept of disease purification rituals is gravely established
in symbolic and ritualistic theoretical frameworks, reflecting the ancient Hebrew
understanding of purity, holiness, and the demand for spiritual purification. Leviticus,
in particular, outlines various legal frameworks and ritual systems related to cleanliness
and purification, emphasising the fractionalisation of the holy from the unclean. One
prominent example is found in Leviticus 14, where detailed instructions are given for
the purification of individuals afflicted with skin diseases, commonly referred to as
leprosy.® With special reference to leprosy, the ritual entails a series of symbolic acts,
including the use of birds, cedar wood, scarlet yarn, and hyssop, all of which carry
specific symbolic meanings. The ritualistic process is not merely a practical cleansing;
instead, it represents a profound spiritual purification, underscoring the importance of
being ritually clean to approach God and the community. In this biblical context, two
birds, often specified as sparrows or doves, are used in the ritual (Feinberg 1958, 323).
One bird is slaughtered over fresh water, and the other, along with cedar wood, scarlet
yarn, and hyssop, is dipped in the mixture of blood and water. The use of birds
symbolises the concepts of sacrifice and purification. The slaughtered bird represents
the shedding of blood, a common element in various purification rituals in the Old
Testament. Similarly, cedar wood is one of the elements used in the ritual. The cedar
wood is tied together with the scarlet yarn and hyssop and dipped in a mixture of blood
and water (Yerkes 1923, 20). Bearing this in mind, cedar wood is known for its
durability and incorruptibility. Accordingly, its inclusion symbolises the enduring
nature of purification and the restoration of the individual’s status within the
community. In the same vein, scarlet yarn, a red-coloured thread or cord, is used in
combination with cedar wood and hyssop. It is tied together with the cedar wood and
hyssop and dipped in a mixture of blood and water. For this reason, I put forward that
the colour red, which is associated with blood, symbolises purification and atonement.
In fact, the scarlet yarn, when combined with other elements, contributes to the overall
symbolic act of cleansing. On the one hand, it is imperative to bear in mind that hyssop
is a fragrant plant and is used in combination with cedar wood and scarlet yarn (Yerkes
1923, 22). The hyssop, along with the cedar wood and scarlet yarn, is dipped in the
mixture of blood and water for sprinkling. With this claim in mind, hyssop is mentioned
in various purification rituals in the Bible and is associated with cleansing. Its use in this
context potentially symbolises the purifying and cleansing properties attributed to this
plant.

5 In contemporary contexts, leprosy, also known as Hansen’s disease, is a chronic infectious disease
caused by the bacterium Mycobacterium leprae. It primarily affects the skin, nerves, and mucous
membranes, leading to skin lesions, nerve damage, and potential disfigurement if left untreated.
Leprosy is contagious but has a long incubation period, often taking years for symptoms to appear
after exposure. Though treatable with multidrug therapy, leprosy carries social stigma owing to
historical misconceptions and fears surrounding the disease.
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In addition to this, biblical evidence for the disease purification rituals is found in
Leviticus 14:1-32, where a detailed prescription is provided for the cleansing of a
person healed from leprosy. In this piece of biblical evidence, the ritual involves the
individual being pronounced clean by the priest, after which a ceremony is performed
outside the camp. The involvement of a priest in declaring an individual clean after
undergoing the prescribed purification process serves as a crucial step in the restoration
of ritual purity. The pronouncement by the priest carries both symbolic and practical
implications within the religious framework of ancient Israel (Susila and Risvan 2022,
122). Symbolically, the role of the priest as the mediator between the individual and the
spiritual kingdom underscores the sacred nature of the purification ritual. The priest,
acting on behalf of the religious institution, validates the individual’s regenerated purity
and signifies their reintegration into the institution of believers. Therefore, this act of
pronouncement mirrors a supernatural acknowledgement of the person’s renewed state
of ritual purity, buttressing the theological importance of the separation between the
sacred and the impure. Practically, the priest’s declaration also has social implications.
By being pronounced clean by the priest, the individual is not only restored to a state of
ceremonial purity but is also officially recognised as fit to rejoin the community. The
pronouncement by the priest serves to formally end the period of separation or exclusion
that may have occurred due to contact with death or ritual impurity. Given this, this
reintegration ceremony involves the individual’s return to the camp or community,
symbolising their restored stature and acceptance back into the social and religious life
of the community.

Just as in other rituals in the biblical text, two live birds, cedar wood, scarlet yarn, and
hyssop are employed symbolically in the purification process. One bird is sacrificed
over running water, signifying the shedding of blood for atonement and purification,
while the live bird, along with the other symbolic elements, is used to sprinkle the healed
person seven times. As outlined previously, the number seven in theological and biblical
numerology suggests completion and perfection. For instance, in the creation narrative
in Genesis, God completes the work of creating the universe in six days and rests on the
seventh day, signifying the perfection and completion of his creative work. By the same
token, many significant episodes in the Bible are associated with cycles of seven. For
example, the Israelites marched around Jericho for seven days, and on the seventh day
the walls fell (Joshua 6:1-20). In Revelation, there are seven churches, seven seals, and
seven trumpets, symbolising completeness, and spiritual order. Once more, the covenant
of circumcision is to be performed on the eighth day, indicating a new beginning after
the completion of seven days (Genesis 17:10-14). In essence, the pronouncement by
the priest encapsulates the dual nature of these rituals—symbolic and practical.

In any event, this symbolic act of ritualistic purification may potentially be believed to
transfer the impurity to the live bird, which is then released, signifying the removal of
the disease and its impurity from the person. The cedar wood, scarlet yarn, and hyssop
each carry symbolic significance in their use, representing purity, sacrifice, and
cleansing, respectively. On the grounds of this, the disease purification rituals in the Old
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Testament go beyond mere hygiene; they (re)produce a theological understanding of
sin, impurity, and the demand for spiritual restoration. The rituals are interwoven in a
broader context of maintaining humility and separation, advancing the idea that physical
ailments are not only bodily but also spiritual concerns. The meticulous instructions for
these rituals serve as a symbolic language through which the ancient Israelites
communicated their understanding of God’s holiness and the necessary steps for the
restoration of individuals to a state of ritual purity. These rituals, therefore, serve as a
testament to the intricate interplay between symbolism, ritual, and theology in the Old
Testament’s conceptualisation of disease purification. In other words, these purification
ceremonies and rituals entail a meticulously prescribed sequence of actions, often
performed outside the camp, underscoring the need for spatial division between the
sacred and the profane. The meticulous adherence to these rituals underscores the
significance of proper conduct and obedience to religious legal frameworks in
maintaining the community’s spiritual welfare.

Death Symbolism and Associated Rituals

In the Old Testament, death purification rituals hold significant symbolic and ritualistic
importance within the framework of Israelite religious mores. One prominent example
is found in the book of Numbers, specifically in chapter 19, which details the
purification ritual involving the ashes of a red heifer. This ritual is designed to cleanse
individuals who have come into contact with death or a corpse. Herein, the red heifer is
sacrificed, and its ashes are mixed with water to create a purifying solution. In this
biblical context, a red heifer without blemish and without yoke, symbolising purity, is
selected. The red heifer is taken outside the camp and slaughtered in the presence of the
priest (Numbers 19:1-10). The entire animal, including its blood, hide, flesh, and dung,
is burnt. The ashes of the red heifer, along with cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet material,
are gathered. The ashes are placed in a clean vessel, and running water is added to create
the purifying solution (Numbers 19:11-16). The purifying solution is used to cleanse
individuals who have come into contact with a dead body. In this context, the individuals
must purify themselves on the third and seventh days, then they will be clean. If a person
fails to undergo this purification, they remain unclean and are cut off from the
congregation (Numbers 19:17-22). In other words, the ritual involving the red heifer
mirrors the Israelites” understanding of the inherent impurity associated with death and
the necessity for a systemic means of purification to restore ritual cleanliness. This
underlines the meticulous attention given to maintaining godliness and order within the
religious community. Over and above this, the ritual’s emphasis on the third and seventh
days for purification echoes broader themes of spiritual renewal and transformation
found throughout the Old Testament, buttressing the completion and perfection of the
purification process over time, as well as the restoration of divine favour and communal
harmony.

In any case, the selection of a red heifer without blemish mirrors purity. In fact, the
rarity of finding a completely red heifer adds to the uniqueness of the ritual. By the same
token, the combination of ashes and running water signifies both the earthly and the
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purifying constituents. The use of cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet material adds to the
symbolism, as outlined previously. Again, this ritual serves to purify individuals who
have come into contact with death or a corpse, emphasising the need for ritual purity in
the face of mortality. In Christian theological expositions, some see parallels between
the red heifer ritual and the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ (O’Banion 2005, 4; Smith
1909, 210). These two scenarios involve the shedding of blood for purification and
cleansing. Considering these theological expositions, | contend that while the red heifer
ritual serves as a means of ritual purification in the Old Testament, certain Christians
interpret it as a foreshadowing or typology of the ultimate atonement provided by Jesus
Christ. This is based on the fact that the red heifer is required to be without blemish and
without yoke, symbolising purity. Similarly, Jesus Christ is described in the New
Testament as the sinless Lamb of God in John 1:29, emphasising his moral purity.
Furthermore, the red heifer’s ashes are mixed with water for the purification ritual. In
the New Testament, the apostle John highlights the significance of water and blood in
relation to Jesus, suggesting that “He came by water and blood—1Jesus Christ; not by
the water only but by the water and the blood” (1 John 5:6). This is understood by some
theologians as a reference to the cleansing and atoning effects of Jesus’s sacrifice.

In the main, it must be observed that this symbolic act aims to ritually purify individuals
and items, emphasising the divisions between the empires of life and death. Over and
above this, the book of Leviticus outlines various rituals related to death and
purification. As expressed just above, Leviticus 11-15 provides an exhaustive guide for
priests on how to handle and purify those who had come into contact with death or were
deemed ritually impure. Specific attention is given to issues such as handling dead
bodies, touching certain animals, and experiencing bodily discharges. The rituals
described in these biblical narratives serve not only as practical guidelines for
maintaining ceremonial purity but also as a symbolic expression of the separation
between the sacred and the profane; that is, life and death. Among other pertinent
subjects, Leviticus 11 addresses the dietary legal frameworks, specifying clean and
unclean animals. Examples of clean animals include cattle, sheep, and deer. Similarly,
clean aquatic creatures are required to have both fins and scales. Fish like salmon and
tuna are considered clean. However, clean birds are not explicitly listed, but I can
speculate that the general characteristics suggested that birds of prey and scavengers are
likely classified as unclean (Deuteronomy 14:11-18). This biblical narrative further
specifies that the Israelites are not to eat the flesh of unclean animals. Touching the
carcass of an unclean animal also renders a person ritually unclean. While initially
focused on dietary practises, the distinctions between clean and unclean are not limited
to food. These moral ethical codes extend to other areas of life, influencing various
aspects of the Israelites’ daily lives. This means that the distinction between clean and
unclean animals reflects the Israelites” understanding of the natural world as ordered by
God, with certain creatures deemed suitable for consumption while others are to be
avoided. This recognition of God’s sovereignty over creation advances the Israelites’
dependence on him for guidance in their daily lives and adherence to his will.
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Over and above this assertion, the chapter emphasises the importance of distinguishing
between what is considered ceremonially pure and impure in terms of dietary practises.
This denotes that the chapter on dietary legal frameworks in Leviticus 11 not only
addresses what may be eaten but also underscores the importance of evading contact
with certain animals. Touching or coming into contact with creatures designated as
unclean is deemed ritually impure. These rituals are not merely hygiene guidelines but
carry profound symbolic significance. They represent the separation between the sacred
and the profane, advancing the necessity for maintaining ritual purity within the
community, as previously underlined. For this reason, | argue that the distinction
between clean and unclean animals, as well as the purification rituals after childbirth or
bodily discharges, symbolises the importance of maintaining a sacred hierarchy in daily
life. Beyond this, the rituals outlined in Leviticus 11-15 reinforce the broader themes
of ceremonial purity and holiness. The Israelites are instructed to uphold these rituals as
part of their covenantal relationship with God, reflecting their commitment to living in
accordance with supernatural standards. In these death purification rituals, symbolism
is patent in the use of specific elements, such as water and ashes, as means of cleansing.
Water, often a symbol of purity and renewal, plays a central role in the ritualistic
washing and purification processes. The act of sprinkling water mixed with ashes serves
as a symbolic gesture to cleanse individuals and objects from the defilement associated
with death. The red heifer itself carries symbolic significance, representing the purity
required for the ritual, and its sacrifice underscores the seriousness or gravity of the
separation between life and death within the religious context of ancient Israel. With
these scholarly deliberations in mind, it is perceptive to now observe the concluding
remarks of this article in an attempt to underscore the phenomenon of interest. These
are presented in the next section.

Conclusion

In closing, the purification rituals in the Old Testament offer a rich tapestry of symbolic
and ritualistic expressions profoundly entrenched in the theological fabric of ancient
Israel. These ceremonies, ranging from the purification of individuals after contact with
death to the cleansing rituals associated with diseases, uncover a multifaceted
comprehension of the sacred and the impure within the religious philosophy of the
Israelite community. The interplay or interaction between symbolism, ritual, and
theology in these purification practises illuminates the intricate dance between the
supernatural kingdom and the human, as well as the communal and spiritual dimensions
that configure the religious practises of the Old Testament. At the core, symbolism is at
the heart of these purification rituals, manifesting through the utilisation of elements
such as water, ashes, and sacrificial offerings. As a matter of fact, water, a potent symbol
of purity and regeneration, is a recurring motif in these rituals, signifying the spiritual
cleansing and washing away of impurities. The red heifer, sacrificed for its ashes,
becomes a symbol of the pristine state required for the ritual, emphasising the sacred
connection between life and death. The meticulous adherence to prescribed actions and
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the spatial division, often taking place outside the camp, symbolise the profound
theological concept of maintaining a clear boundary between the sacred and the profane.

By the same token, rituals, as expressions of religious practice, play a critical role in the
purification process. The Old Testament provides detailed instructions for priests and
individuals to follow in order to restore ritual purity. The meticulous sequence of
actions, the use of specific elements, and the involvement of the priest in the
pronouncement of cleanliness contribute to the ritualistic nature of these theological
ceremonies. Ultimately, it becomes evident that rituals are not merely practical routines;
they are sacred performances that bridge the gap between the earthly and the divine,
serving as a medium through which individuals commune with God and the community
reinforces its commitment to religious principles. The theological underpinnings of
these purification rituals are evident in their conceptualisation. In particular, the Old
Testament presents a holistic understanding of God’s holiness, the consequences of
impurity, and the process of restoration to a state of ritual purity. Through engagement
in these rituals, individuals acknowledge their dependence on divine grace and actively
participate in the communal expression of spirituality. The pronouncement of
cleanliness by the priest becomes a pivotal moment, signifying divine acknowledgement
and communal acceptance, buttressing the interconnectedness of theology and religious
practise in the Israelite faith.

Beyond this, these purification rituals serve not only as acts of individual piety but also
as communal expressions of identity and belonging. The methodical adherence to
purification legal frameworks and communal participation in these rituals amplify the
sensibility of religious community and collective responsibility. The spatial separation
of impurity outside the camp and the subsequent return of the purified individual to the
community underscores the collective nature of these practises, stressing the
interconnectedness of individual and collective spiritual welfare. In a nutshell, the
symbolic and ritualistic exposition of purification rituals in the Old Testament provides
a profound glimpse into the religious consciousness of ancient Israel. These ceremonies,
steeped in symbolism, enriched by ritualistic precision, and grounded in theological
significance, speak to the enduring human quest for spiritual purity and connection with
the divine. The Old Testament’s portrayal of purification rituals transcends mere
religious prescriptions; it unfolds a biblical and theological narrative of the sacred and
the profane, guiding individuals and communities towards an acute understanding of
their relationship with God and the eternal pursuit of holiness.
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